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An overview of main issues justifying an evaluation of the economic 
potential and societal-benefits of data from ocean observatories 
 
 
I. Background and Aim 
 
The following is a summary of the arguments and views presented and expressed by a 
variety of individuals in a series of meetings over the course of a twelve-month period during 
which the merits and challenges to an AtlantOS-OECD initiative on ocean data were 
discussed. The contents for these meetings were defined by individuals representing a 
variety of institutions including a number of AtlantOS partners, the OECD, NOAA, the 
Institute for Ocean Resources Exploitation Ltd. (Canada) and the London School of 
Economics. In addition to numerous tele- and bilateral meetings, two more formal meetings 
took place:  
 A meeting of 6 people on the occasion of the Oceanology International Trade Fair (15 – 
17 March 2016) held in London on 16 March 2016. 
 A joint AtlantOS-OECD scoping workshop to discuss and assess the economic potential of 
enhanced ocean observation. Approximately 25 experts attended the meeting, which 
was held from 27-28 June 2016 in Kiel. In preparation for the Kiel workshop, background 
information was collected to provide an overview of the main issues facing ocean 
observatories and their value-added to society. Specifically, speakers were invited to 
prepare detailed presentations and an annotated bibliography was prepared (see 
Annexes 2 and 3). 
One of the key preparations for these workshops was an annotated bibliography (Annex 1) 
which serves to review the existing literature on the economic benefit of ocean 
observatories.  
 
The aim of the discussions referred to above was to assess whether a situation was given, 
that could justify a more detailed assessment of the economic potential of data from ocean 
observatories. Overall, participants in the meetings agreed there was a need for such an 
initiative. They also agreed that its broader aim should be to develop a better understanding 
of the role of ocean data from in situ and space-based observatories in the ocean economy 
and its long-term outlook, including the creation of new jobs. It was argued that specific 
emphasis should be placed on analyzing the 'big data' economic value chains and locating 
the large public sector investments in ocean observation therein. The study would thus 
contribute to decision-making on the future of ocean observations, by better understanding 
their potential societal benefit and the financial sustainability needed to this end? 
 
This report summarizes the views arguing for launching a joint AtlantOS-OECD initiative. This 
is important, as there existed a wide range of views on what such an assessment should 
focus on and upon what data and information it could be based. In fact, at the above 
mentioned meetings there was not a single individual that argued against assessing in more 
detail the economic potential of data from ocean observatories. This report serves to 
summarize the variety of views expressed during these initial discussions. As such, it draws 
specifically on the meetings and discussions held up to and including the Kiel workshop, 
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including the attached bibliography and presentations. The current report was written, the 
bibliography prepared and the above workshops were organized in fulfilment of AtlantOS 
Deliverable 10.3. 
 
Please note: A workshop report detailing the discussions of the Kiel meeting, including the 
priorities for next steps will be delivered as D10.4. 
 
 
II. The main issues justifying a detailed study of the economic potential of data from ocean 
observatories 
 
Societal Benefits of ocean observatories 
Over the past two decades an increasing number and variety of ocean observatories has 
been and is still being launched. Improvements in technologies, including sensor 
developments and technological efficiency gains, have helped this spread. However, 
observers have noted that the demand for data from the oceans is also growing. A number 
of specific reasons for this increasing demand have been cited, including that data are 
valuable:  
 For an increasing number of economic interests; 
 For technology testing and development (e.g. calibration); 
 For an improved scientific understanding of the oceans; 
 For a better understanding of the natural capital and ecosystem benefits of the oceans; 
 For a better understanding of the role of the oceans in the overall earth system and 
especially their role in weather and climate; 
 To the formulation of policies, monitoring of policy compliance and effectiveness 
associated with measures to protect the environment or regulate ocean uses, for safety 
and emergency response, as well as the protection of coastal communities; 
 To support operational needs, e.g. for metocean information needs of commercial 
maritime activities and operations. 
 
Historically, sustained ocean observations have developed as a patchwork of research 
initiatives as well as policy/regulation-driven monitoring and observations for specific 
operational/commercial needs. Since 1990 and the establishment of the Global Ocean 
Observing System, states have begun to agree that sustained and integrated operational 
capacity supporting research and multiple socio-economic were needed. Only more recently 
have national components of GOOS reached significant levels of maturity as integrated 
systems delivering sustained data and information services e.g. IOOS (USA), IMOS (Australia), 
Copernicus (EU), Ocean Networks (Canada). One of the biggest characteristics of the recent 
developments is that so far most functioning ocean observatories have been funded by 
individual states, though sometimes in small international consortia. ARGO is one of very 
few global exceptions, though contributions to this effort are nationally funded and 
operated, except in the case of the EU. One of the few areas of more systematic 
international cooperation is on the conceptual front, including the development of the 
Essential Ocean Variables in 2009. 
 
Challenges in quantifying the societal benefits 
According to some observers, one of the key challenges holding-back the development of 
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more systematic observing systems has been the issue of defining and quantifying the 
societal benefits. To date, most political and scientific decisions regarding ocean 
observatories at the European and international levels have been based on the assumption 
that the socio-economic benefit justifies the expenditure on marine scientific research and 
operational oceanography. It was specifically noted by some observers that the ocean 
observatories community has been lucky to have many observation systems approved 
because even though the assumptions about societal benefit are probably broadly correct, 
but are hard to prove. Indeed, some observers are convinced that it is possible that the real 
benefits of an ocean observing system are much higher than is expected, but again this is 
difficult to prove without the data or even a recognized method for such a calculation.   
 
The lack of empirical evidence to assess the value-added of ocean observatories was 
deemed by some observers to be the result of operational oceanography probably being in 
an immature pioneer state during the 1990s and early 2000s. In that stage, simple and 
approximate means were applied to measure probable benefit. One observer described 
what was termed a “Zero Order Calculation” as being particularly popular in some countries. 
According to this method you sum the turnover, revenue or value added by all marine 
industries and related activities to arrive at a percentage of GNP, and then assume that 
operational oceanography could add approx. 1% to this figure through improved efficiency 
as well as loss and accident avoidance. A number of studies start by alluding to the 
complexity of cost-benefit analysis and then resort to the 1% rule as a pragmatic expedient. 
As a result of such uncertainty, most benefit analyses have been confined to case studies of 
specific benefits for direct applications (e.g. harmful algae blooms and beach closures as well 
as port observations and port operations). These are derived with widely differing 
methodologies and sometimes inconsistent results. They are also often locally specific and 
thus difficult to aggregate and/or compare. These observations are widely reflected in the 
existing literature (see Annex 1). 
 
Ultimately, observers agreed that if further investment is to be considered on a large and/or 
global operational scale, the socio-economic justification for ocean observation must 
become much more robust. During the discussions, participants identified a variety of 
specific challenges facing attempts at articulating more sophisticated cost-benefit analyses 
regarding ocean observatories. These include:  
 The length and fragmented nature of the value chain from the scientific community 
through operational oceanography to commercialization; 
 The diversity and growing set of users; 
 Multiple levels of government bodies with different and sometimes overlapping and 
competing policy responsibilities and data rights; 
 Differing interests between ocean scientists and ocean business; 
 The relative ease of mobilizing short-term, up-front capital expenditures (CAPEX) by 
comparison to the relative difficulty of securing long-term operating expenditures 
(OPEX); 
 The incompatibility and fragmentation of data from different sources (different formats, 
nomenclature, baselines, standards, etc.) 
In addition, specific difficulties of quantifying benefits were highlighted, especially if the aim 
is to analyze the concrete commercial benefits. Some difficulties noted include the lack of or 
missing precise information for Maritime and Ocean Enterprise subsets form national 
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Potential Approaches to measure the Societal Benefits 
To overcome these challenges requires a combination of experience in operational 
oceanography and economic skills, especially at the design stage. However, it was warned 
that rushing this stage might be counter-productive since the future funding and 
management of operational oceanography will require both broad total figures, plus 
accurate technological and economic models of sub-sectors so that the system can be 
understood as it evolves. Methods must be developed for aggregating benefits and costs 
from separate sub-sectors in a way which avoids double counting or gaps. Ultimately, a focus 
for such efforts could be to calculate one “headline” figure for the best estimate of the net 
present value (NPV) for operational oceanography over the next 20-50 years, plus a series of 
different net benefits based on different assumptions and models, also broken down into 
sectors with different characteristics and time-frames. 
 
In terms of looking to the potential benefits of a detailed study on the economic potential of 
ocean observatories, observers raised a number of questions which should be considered or 
indeed answered. These include: 
 How are the benefits for the economy, environment or society similar or how do they 
differ? 
 What main benefits can be envisaged for the future? 
 How can industry (ship owners, wind farm operators, etc.) be mobilized to partner with 
publicly-funded efforts on ocean observation and mapping? 
 What operational priorities should be recommended? 
 How can a benefit analysis be linked to a resources-needed analysis? 
 If choices have to be made, should money from research budgets be spent on 
observation or mapping instead? 
 What are the different roles of research institutions, private sector, states and 
international organizations, and how can these be made to be complementary? 
 What is the scope for and potential benefit of international cooperation? 
 
On the basis of the arguments summarized above, the key partners listed at the beginning 
agreed that a joint AtlantOS-OECD scoping workshop on the economic potential of data from 
ocean observatories should be organized. This workshop was held in conjunction with the 
2nd AtlantOS Annual General Meeting in Kiel from 27-28 June 2016. A report of the 
discussions of this workshop as well as the recommendations for next steps will be covered 
by Deliverable 10.4.  
 
In addition to and on top of the commitments made in the AtlantOS Description of Activities, 
it is foreseen that AtlantOS will contribute as far as possible to the hosting of further expert 
meetings as well as a final report (planned for 2018) on the economic potential of data from 
ocean observatories.  This report will be published by the OECD as part of its Future of the 
Ocean Economy project. As specified in the AtlantOS mandate, a concrete effort is being 
made to build long-term international partnerships which will better understand and 
demonstrate the utility of integrating in-situ and satellite observations both for ocean and 
climate change research and for informing a wide range of maritime industry and other 
sectors. 
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AtlantOS-OECD scoping workshop “Economic potential of data from ocean observatories”   Introduction  The aim of this short bibliography is to represent the findings and/or the results of some studies, reports, papers and articles dealing with the economic, potential value of data out of the oceans.  Each of the entries has been structured in the following way: First, the purpose of the study is described. Second, the main findings are depicted. In the end specific aspects concerning data collection, management, etc. are emphasized.  Please note that this annotated bibliography is a work in progress and will be updated regularly as the study develops.    Annotated Bibliography  1. Kite-Powell, Hauke/Teisberg, Tom (lead authors) (2000): The Economics of Sustained Ocean Observations: Benefits and Rationale for Public Funding, NOAA and Office of Naval Research: Washington, DC This report summarizes the results of a cost-benefit analysis of the Integrated Sustained Ocean Observing System (ISOOS) carried out by the members of the ISOOS Economic Panel. The cost-benefit analysis suggests that there is strong evidence that the data information from ISOOS will produce significant economic benefits for a wide range of activities like seasonal forecasts and coastal management. The contribution to the U.S. economy of industries and activities that have been identified as likely beneficiaries of ISOOS products is on the order of US $1 trillion. The members of the ISOOS Economic Panel conclude that ISOOS benefits will significantly exceed costs and that this project should move forward. Furthermore, the network externalities (e.g. a wide and diverse group of users will be provided) and public-good characteristics of ISOOS argue for Federal support to achieve the full benefits of the system. Otherwise, e.g. the uncertainty about benefit acts as an impediment to private negotiations could hinder the development of e.g. private cost sharing agreements. The public funding should be used to provide the basic data collection and verification operations envisioned in ISOOS. In the end ISOOS would broaden and systemize the collection of ocean data, due to the integration of hundreds of thousands of measurements from the world´s oceans in conjunction with mathematical models. As a result a more sophisticated understanding of ocean-related systems become possible.   2. Flemming, Nicholas C. (2001): Dividends from investing in ocean observations: a European perspective, in: Koblinsky, C.J. / Smith, N.R.: Observing the Oceans in the 21st Century, Southampton Oceanography Centre: Southampton, pp. 66-84. This paper presents a case for increasing European investment in ocean observations, although it concedes there are insufficient economic data to conduct a strictly controlled cost-benefit analysis. 
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The paper argues that because ocean industries and services are subject to uncertainty, loss of efficiency, and direct costs and damage caused by the unpredictable forces of the marine environment there is a need for an efficient ocean observing system. The paper pursues several questions: Why such a system is needed? How it should be paid for? And, how can the costs and benefits be measured? In the end, the author highlights five important issues: First, an ocean observing system generates positive dividends much greater than its costs for Europe. Second, Europe has a positive incentive to support the development of such a global system. Third, ongoing economic studies indicate that the discount rate should be closer to 1 % and thus it is more worth developing long term ocean observing programs. Fourth, for Europe as an archipelago continent it is practical to develop marine observing systems at all scale from coastal to shelf scale to oceanic. Ultimately, the existing European institutions and national facilities provide many of the components needed for a Europe-wide ocean observing system.   3. Kite-Powell, Hauke L. (2009): Economic Considerations in the Design of Ocean Observing Systems, in: Oceanography, Vol. 22 No. 2, The Oceanography Society: Rockville, MD, pp. 44 - 49 This article summarizes and discusses a National Oceanographic Partnership Program (NOPP) study on the economics of ocean observing system information. It also presents a general framework for incorporating economic information into observing system design. The author describes the beginning of such an application process by estimating the potential benefits from the Northeast regional ocean observing system to the northeast region of the United States. Some of the key questions the author considers in the debate concerning public investment in improved ocean observing infrastructure are: How much, and how fast, should investments be made in better ocean observing systems? What should these observing systems look like? The answers to both questions depend, in part, on how much economic value these improvements are expected to generate. The author concludes arguing that the economic value delivered by properly designed ocean observing systems is likely to exceed their costs, and that targeted public investment in observing systems is justified.   4. Witze, Alexandra (2013): Marine science: Oceanography`s Billion-Dollar Baby, in: Nature News, Vol. 501, Macmillan Publishers: London, pp. 480 -482 This article describes the large-scale undersea U.S. project (U.S. Ocean Observation Initiative [OOI]), in which a 925-kilometre network of fibre-optic cable and instruments are being installed on the seabed off the coast of Washington and Oregon. The aims of the OOI is to open a permanent window onto the sea floor and to create a flood of continuous information from select sites.  The article highlights the controversy over the project, which is criticized by many U.S. oceanographers who argue that the cost of US$ 1.8 billion over 25 years it too expensive.  Proponents argue that current alternatives are simply insufficient. The project is planned to consist of several stations, which will link about 760 sensors of 47 different designs to collect data on variables ranging from water temperature, salinity and density to acidity, carbon dioxide and oxygen levels. Ultimately, OOI seeks to collect a broader selection of data than those efforts existing already.  Everyone can use the OOI data, but the data set it is not exhausted. For example, for microbiological 
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monitoring the researchers still have to go on abandon field trips, because there is no instrument they could plug in for microbiological monitoring.   5. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development(UNCTAD) (2014): The Oceans Economy: Opportunities and Challenges for Small Islands Developing States (SIDS), United Nations Publication: New York, NY This study aims to clarify the nascent and developing concept of the oceans economy, especially for SIDS. The authors identify the main trade and development opportunities and challenges in the ocean space, evaluate the role of the multilateral trading system (MTS), and provide an overview of the current multilateral trade negotiations regarding the oceans economy. The authors argue that oceans are facing significant existential ecological risks that can negatively affect social and economic prospects, particularly of SIDS and coastal states. The study concludes that, in general, the ocean economy offers significant development opportunities, but also raises challenges for SIDS, especially in sectors such as sustainable fisheries and aquaculture, renewable marine energy, marine bio-prospecting, maritime transport and marine and coastal tourism. One more specific conclusion is that trade in marine products can create opportunities for economic growth, export diversification and new investments. Due to the development of new technology, marine resources become more accessible and new economic and trade sectors could emerge generating for example new job opportunities.    6. Integrated Ocean Observation System (2016): The Ocean Enterprise – A study of US business activity in ocean measurement, observation and forecasting, ERISS Corporation: Carlsbad, CA The aim of this study is to determine the extent of United States private sector, commercial activity in support of ocean measurement, observation and forecasting and the sale of ocean information to underpin safety, economic and environmental benefits. It is a contribution to our understanding of the ocean enterprise, especially for the US, but also for countries around the world, by investigating e.g. the visibility, importance and measurement in this field. Additionally, it seeks to provide a baseline against which to measure future developments in this field and as a support to future studies of the wider ocean economy. The study defines “ocean enterprise” in this field as encompassing both for-profit and not-for-profit businesses and institutions which support ocean measurement, observation and forecasting. Two main categories of ocean enterprise firms are identified: (i) providers of infrastructure for ocean observation, measurement, or forecasting and (ii) intermediaries that make use of ocean, coastal and inland water measurements, observations as well as models as input to the creation of value-added information products in support of particular end-uses. End-users (including the science community and marine industry sectors) of ocean information are not included in the scope of the study. The results of this study indicate a diverse and dynamic sector, with large potential for growth and innovation. The study concludes that the revenue of ocean enterprise organizations in the US could range as high as $58 billion. Moreover, potential for new business for existing firms is tremendous, because the expanding infrastructure needs and the need for new applications using ocean observation data become magnified in conjunction with the growth and demand from the sectors the ocean enterprise directly underpins.  
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